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ABSTRACT 


Mahler will remain a bard of his times, the permanent witness of the suffering and injustice lived by 
himself and his people. Despite various turning points, Mahler the child often found refuge in nature 
and music. His thinking and creation were greatly influenced by the first fourteen years of his 
childhood. Won over by Czech folklore, whose echoes can sometimes be heard in his later melodic 
developments, and by German musical traditions, that he had become acquainted with while 
listening to the music being played on Sundays in the town’s central park, and in the house of his 
new neighbours in Iglau (the so-called Hausmusk), the child was equally influenced by another form 
of city music — military music. The child was charmed not only by music, but also by the stories told 
by Nanni — the nursemaid of children living nearby, that his family had also adopted. Among the 
first teachers Mahler had in Iglau, the most important are Heinrich Fischer — the conductor of the 
choir and a professor of chromatic scales at the local high-school — and Wenzel Pressburg, one of the 
students of Anton Bruckner. In what concerns the merit of creating cycles of lieds, Mahler continued 
the concept that Schubert inaugurated, and Schumann reprised under various forms (or Brahms, in 
the cycle Magelone’s Romances). In what concerns the interpretation design, this composer from the 
late Romantic period was the first of the creators of this genre who called the orchestra to collaborate 
with the solo voice. 1875 is the year that a 15-year old Gustav Mahler headed towards the famous 
Vienna Conservatory, where he had Hugo Wolf as a mate and the prestigious Iulius Epstein and 
especially Anton Bruckner as teachers. 
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* English version by the author. 


1. General aspects 


To be able to present the personality of the composer and conductor Gustav 
Mahler- surrounded by confusing aesthetic disputes in his lifetime and after his death — 
we need to point out that this complex musician claimed himself as the son of his epoch, 
late Romanticism, to which he fully belonged in his sensibility and aspirations. 
A contemporary of Hugo Wolf (they were born in the same year, 1860) and Claude 
Debussy (1862), Manuel de Falla (1862) or Richard Strauss (1864), he contributed to a high 
degree to the opening of new horizons towards the music of the 20* century, a music that 
intensifies musical expressivity, without determining new musical thinking (as substance 
and language), as Richard Wagner saw “the music of the future”. Gustav Mahler was not 
among those composers that were increasingly attracted to the freshness of melodic 
inflections in strange modal structures or those that attempted to get close to the 
aggressive edges visible in the style of the younger Viennese composer Arnold Schonberg 
(1874 — 1951),meant to reflect the tragic times he lived in. Unlike his contemporaries, 
Mahler remained a bard of his times, the permanent witness of the suffering and injustice 
lived by himself and his people. “There is a vice throughout Europe”, he claimed, 
disappointedly. “You can hear everywhere: this does not concern me...But these are not 
the words of a person, but of a handful of dust. No, my concern is the whole world!” 


2. The family and great suffering 


I have chosen to use a quote from this composer’s creed, that most biographers or 
commentators of his work use as a motto, to illustrate the most representative trait of his 
sensibility. It is the essence of suffering in early childhood, when he witnesses the discord 
between his parents (growing apart because of age difference, temperament and 
preoccupations). His father, Bernhard Mahler, was a maker and seller of fine spirits, 
always concerned for his work and his family. His mother, Marie Mahler (born Hermann), 
was ten years younger, a gentle person, unlike her husband, hardened by work and 
humiliations (he was born a Jew in a time of increasing anti-semitic bursts). To these 
hardships overshadowing the child’s soul! (the second child in a row of fourteen) were 
added in time the funerals of several siblings who died young and the death of the dearest 
one (Ernst, aged thirteen, just one year younger), with whom he had spent childhood 
years. In the face of these turning points in his life, Mahler the child often found refuge in 
the midst of loving nature and especially in “fierce” musical studies (as his parents saw 
them) that resulted in him being an acclaimed piano player at the age of nine. Yet it took 
the young musician a year after the death of his brother Ernst to recover his inner balance, 
in the words of his future wife, Alma Mahler, to whom the composer had confessed that 
the day his brother died (13 April 1874) had been “the last day of his childhood”. 

Gustav Mahler’s thinking and creation were greatly influenced by the first 
fourteen years of his childhood. This is the period when the first layers of sensations and 


1 Eleven boys and three girls. 


feelings were added to his acutely receptive soul, that registered the variety of 
manifestations of joy and suffering in the life of those around him. 

Although it is known exactly that he was born on 7 July 1860 in Kalischein 
Moravia!, what is less known is that he only lived there for the first six months of his life, 
because his father, in search for a better living for his family and better education for his 
children, decided to leave the small village for Iglau, a town just 35 kilometres away, at the 
time the third most important (economically and culturally) town of the old Moravian 
county (after Brno and Olmutz). This new chapter in the life of Mahler family did not 
mean that they lost touch with those in Kalische. The child was enchanted with the visits 
to his maternal grandparents, and the first thing he did when returning home was to try to 
play on his toy instruments the music he had heard and memorized on the day. He would 
attempt to render the cheerful chirping of birds and their flight in the forest where he 
would walk hand in hand with his mother. The preschooler’s talent and determination to 
reproduce the melodies he had listened to or to evoke noises from the enchanting nature 
surprised everyone around him. 


3. Influences 


Won over by Czech folklore, whose echoes can sometimes be heard in his later 
melodic developments, and by some German musical traditions, that he had become 
acquainted with while listening to the music being played on Sundays in the town’s 
central park, and in the house of his new neighbours in Iglau (the so-called Hausmusk), the 
child was equally influenced by another form of city music — military music, because their 
new place in Iglau adjoined barracks. Woken daily by the trumpet calling soldiers, he had 
the chance to listen to the whole military ritual. He enjoyed the most the soldiers marching 
in front of their house, singing heroic marches, accompanied sometimes by shiny brass 
instruments. It was a joyful day when he could take his small trumpet (that his father had 
gifted) and join the row of young soldiers, on their way to the training field, together with 
other children in the area. The barracks music became part of the repertoire of little 
Gustav, getting him closer to the resonance specific to brass. This was added to his early 
accumulations, a capital that later became an inestimable source of inspiration in the 
creative process and a specificity of his language (that some commentators or chroniclers 
of his accomplishments considered as attempts at “stylistic amalgamation”). Such 
tendencies to match impressions picked from nature (or from life pulsating appealingly 
around him) find their expression in the first composition of the six-year old child, Polka 
with Introductory Funeral March, that illustrates the juxtaposition of contrasting impressions 
that he gathered (a dance he had often listened to in the town park, played by the military 
fanfare, contrasted to the rhythmical tragedy of funeral marches, that could sometimes be 
heard in the town streets). The music would soon evoke the pain he felt when his siblings, 
parents and close friends died tragically. 

The child was charmed not only by music, but also by the stories told by Nanni — 
the nursemaid of children living nearby, that his family had also adopted. The evenings he 


1 A county that had been the centre of a great empire, destroyed by Hungarians in 908 and integrated after a 
century in the kingdom of Bohemia. 


spent in the company of this new “family member”, with an inexhaustible repertoire, were 
committed to memory and inspired the ground of later lieds. The first of his important 
works, the cantata Das Klagende Lied (Song of lamentation), is representative for this aspect 
— its epic ground was inspired by one of the unsettling stories told by Nanni in the winter 
evenings. 


4. Studies 


Mahler did not have the great results everybody expected from the musician in the 
primary and secondary school that Mahler attended at the German high-school in Iglau. 
He only had top grades in gymnastics, religion and music. The child was often inattentive, 
deep in thoughts he refused to share with others. Used to his periods of dreamy evasion 
and fully confident in his future as a musician, his parents understood this need for inner 
life and did not mind. In the meantime, his grandfather from Kalische had given him the 
family piano, and Mahler had made amazing progress, playing in public and being 
applauded by the public and press in Iglau. 

In what concerns his music learning, many claimed to have been his first teachers. 
According to the Fischer family (good neighbours and friends of his parents), the first 
teachers were Jacob Sladky (double bass player in the orchestra of the Iglautheatre) and 
Franz Viktorin (concertmaster in the same orchestra). Another significant name is 
Johannes Brosch, high-school teacher, who signed an undated document in which his 
brilliant student had declared: “I am certain that in 20-30 years Richard Wagner will be 
acknowledged as a great maestro everywhere, while Mendelssohn will be completely 
forgotten”!. Among the teachers Mahler had in Iglau, the most important remain Heinrich 
Fischer — conductor of the parochial choir and a teacher of chromatic scales at the local 
high-school — and Wenzel Pressburg, one of the students of Anton Bruckner. 

1875 is the year that a 15-year old Gustav Mahler heads towards the famous 
Vienna Conservatory, where he had Hugo Wolf as a mate and the prestigious Iulius 
Epstein and especially Anton Bruckner as teachers. It so happened that among his friends 
was Josef Steiner, three years older than him, a good piano player and music lover who 
had learned at the same German school in Iglau. One of his father’s friends, Gustav 
Schwarz, discovered on his estate some valuable manuscripts, among which a score by 
Sigismund Thalberg?, that he could not read. Through the Steiners, he found out about the 
high-schooler who could read the score at first sight, which led to an invitation to visit the 
rich landlord. Impressed by the knowledge and talent of the teenage Mahler, who had 
played Thalberg’s score on the piano, followed by some of his own compositions, the host 
invited him to spend his summer holiday at his estate, together with his friend Josef 
Steiner. This is how the young musician could spend an entire holiday with chamber 
music and musical conversations, followed by the proposal to attend the Vienna 
Conservatory, in parallel with high-school in Iglau. Gustav Schwarz sent a letter to 
Mahler’s family, which enabled the talented student to attend the famous Viennese school. 


1 Henry Louis de la Grance, Gustav Mahler, Paris, Ed. Fayard, 1979, Vol I, pag. 33. 
2 Sigismund Thalberg (1812-1871), a virtuoso Austrian piano player, employed at the Imperial Austrian court, 
with a world career that rivalled Liszt's. 
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In his turn, he sent a letter of thanks to his benefactor, a document that was the first in a 
series of hand-written letters. 


“Dear Mister Schwarz — he wrote gratefully — I wish to take advantage of the letter that you 
sent to my good father, to thank you for your hospitality. I must communicate the fact that I am 
fighting to convince him to accept our project...He feels inclined to accept, but is not fully 
convinced. So, just like in Burger’s Wilde Jagd’, he has a fighter on each side, who pull him in 
opposite directions. Still, I have great hopes that the good fighter will win. Dazumusst du, o 
Werner, mirverhelfen ! (And you, Werner, are the one who has to help me!). My father 
sometimes fears that I might neglect or interrupt my studies, and sometimes fears Vienna will 
tempt me into bad habits.I have the feeling that he is on my side, but you need to understand 
that I cannot fight against the superior authority of the reasonable and responsible ones. 
Therefore, I count on the honour of your visit (on Saturday, 4 September), as you are the only 
one who can convince him...” 


This fragment from the letter Gustav Mahler sent at 15 shows that maturity of his 
thinking, and the seriousness of his father’s concerns in his education. Evidently, the 
confidence that Mahler the father had in his son’s vocation and seriousness won and he 
accompanied him to Vienna in the fall of 1875. Gustav Mahler took with him some of his 
latest compositions to be examined by the board of admissions. “A born musician”, was 
the characterization of professor Julius Epstein, who enrolled him enthusiastically in his 
piano class. Much later, in 1911, when the composer died, the professor fondly 
remembered the grateful look that this talented candidate had thrown at him over his 
father’s shoulder. The verdict of his professor at the Vienna Conservatory was not 
contradicted by the other examiners, so Mahler could enrol in professor Robert Fuchs’s 
harmony class, as well as in Franz Krenn’s class in counterpoint and composition. 

The musician studied in this institution of musical culture for three years, while 
attending the German high-school in Iglau, that he graduated with a baccalaureate in the 
summer of 1877. 

These were the auspices under which the last Romantic symphony writer trained, 
an immense composer who became the milestone of symphonic genre, but also one of the 
greatest conductors of all times, a musician who died all too soon, just as many other 
composers and artists. 
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